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MILLS METHODS



MOST SIMILAR SYSTEMS DESIGN

Compare two countries that are 
similar in all ways but one.  

The difference is the cause you are 
examining.  

If the outcome is different in those 
two countries, where everything else 
is the same, then the difference could 
be the cause.



Bosnia-Herzegovina North Macedonia

Alternate explanation Ethnically diverse Ethnically diverse

Alternate explanation Former communist Former communist

Cause Federal institutions Centralized institutions

Effect Civil war No civil war



North Korea South Korea

Alternate 
explanation

Culture and 
history

Culture and 
history

Alternate 
explanation

Ethnically 
homogenous

Ethnically 
homogenous

Cause Extractive 
institutions

Inclusive 
institutions

Effect Low GDP High GDP



CHOOSING CASES

What do you think are the cause and effect in your case?

What else could cause that effect?

Can I find another case that is similar on the alternate 
explanations to my country, but differs in the way I think is 
the cause?
Do I want to compare within a region or across regions?



102 Paradigms and Sand Castles

Fig. 3.4. Labor repression and growth in the Asian cases, 1970–81.
(GDP per capita from Penn World Tables; for Thailand, from World Bank
1984.)

the selection of cases by geographical location amounts to selec-
tion on the dependent variable.

When one looks at the relationship between average labor
repression and average growth for a larger sample of countries
that includes slow-growing as well as fast-growing ones, the ap-
parent relationship shown in figure 3.4 disappears. As figure 3.5
shows, the slope is approximately flat, and the R2 is near zero. In
other words, level of labor repression has no discernible effect on
growth in the larger sample.

It might be objected that several of the arguments linking
labor repression to growth were never intended to apply to the
entire Third World. Rather, their logic depends on tensions that
develop only after industrialization has progressed to a certain

TABLE 3.1. Average Country Growth Rates by Region

1960–82 1965–86
(% per capita) (% per capita)

East Asia 5.2 5.1
South Asia 1.4 1.5
Africa 1.0 0.5
Latin America 2.2 1.2
Middle East and North Africa 4.7 3.6

Source: Calculated from data in World Bank (1984, 1988).
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Fig. 3.5. Labor repression and growth in the full universe of developing
countries, 1970–81. The countries included, and their labor repression
scores, appear in appendix B. (GDP per capita from Penn World Tables.)

stage. Since the literature is unclear about exactly what level of
industrialization countries would need to achieve before labor
repression would be expected to contribute to growth, I had to
decide on a reasonable cutoff point. I used the level of develop-
ment in South Korea at the beginning of the 1970s as the thresh-
old, since South Korea was the least developed of the countries
often discussed as successful examples of labor repression and
growth. Figure 3.6 shows the relationship between average labor
repression and average growth in the subset of countries that
were at least as developed as South Korea in 1970. As figure 3.6
shows, there is no linear relationship between labor repression
and growth, even in this subset of cases. The slope is only slightly
positive, and the R2 remains near zero.

In this set of cases, the country with the lowest average growth
is Iran, which also scores very high on labor repression. Since
Iran’s growth rate was depressed toward the end of this period by
the revolution, it could be argued that it should be removed from
the data set, even though its civil war did not last very long. If this
is done, the slope coefficient rises to 0.27, but it remains far from
statistical significance, and the R2 remains near zero. Thus, even
with Iran removed, the analysis fails to support the claim that
labor repression contributes to growth.

It has been suggested that not labor repression per se but the
repression of a previously well organized and mobilized working
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Source: Geddes 2003


